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	1. Chapter 1

Author's Note

I solemnly swear I will not profit from this work. The setting for this story was inspired by Coming Out Of the Dark by Jordan Trevor, so props to this writer. I tried, a little, but the historical detail here may be … wrong and I apologize in advance. I hope I haven't offended anyone; I love everyone. There will some 'M' stuff later on and clearly marked. All will be made clear. Eventually. Please keep with it and enjoy.

Peace,

Liz

* * *

><p>Captain Jean-Luc Picard sat at the desk, his desk now, the imposing oak furniture that dominated the office. The room was larger than his space on board his ship, but smaller than the study at Labarre. It felt small to Picard, but he supposed it was appropriate for a gentleman, who needed to appear as though he did little work. At any rate, it had met the needs of his brother, Robert. It remained to be seen whether the sparse room would suffice for Jean-Luc, now that he had inherited the office, the house, the plantation and nearly 200 souls who lived and worked on it.<p>

Since his arrival a week ago, just after the funerals for Robert and his nephew René, Jean-Luc had finalized the issues of the estate with Robert's lawyer and familiarized himself with operations on the vast property. The books were straightforward. The overseer, an odd man named Noonien Soong, did not at first strike Jean-Luc as competent. After he observed the man from a distance, however, he saw that he had a good understanding of cultivation and various other tasks. The workers—no, slaves, Jean-Luc reminded himself, call them what they are—seemed to respect him and to be accustomed to Soong's distracted way of speaking, as though he were constantly becoming lost in his thoughts. Soong was assisted by a man whom Jean-Luc considered the real overseer of the plantation, a slave named Worf. Worf was tall and muscular and spoke with a deep, authoritative voice. Soong often gave orders to Worf with the understanding that the African would communicate them to the rest of the field hands. No, slaves, Jean-Luc insisted.

The affairs of the house were conducted much the same way, with Marie issuing general orders to a highly skilled manager of sorts, an African woman named Guinan. Despite her status as a slave, with no rights whatsoever in the American South, Guinan carried herself with a calm, regal bearing. She saw that the work of the house was accomplished efficiently and to Marie's liking. Marie and Guinan were close, Jean-Luc observed, as Europeans and their servants sometimes grew. Marie often relied on Guinan's advice and assistance and Guinan was always nearby to offer them. Guinan supervised the staff of the house, which included a blind man—slave—who performed sundry small chores for her. If someone else aligned a button and threaded a needle, for example, Geordi could sew it back on to the clothing. He had become familiar enough with the house and yard that he could navigate on his own, with a stick to ensure his path was clear. Still, his presence and ability to make himself useful were another part of the household that discomfited Jean-Luc.

In fact, Jean-Luc had a great deal of difficulty adjusting to the idea of slavery powering his brother's, now his, great plantation. The land, the money in the bank, the riches with which the great house was adorned—all were paid for with blood money, as far as Jean-Luc was concerned. He was resolved to free these people as soon as he could.

Though still very much mourning the tragic loss of her husband and son in a barn fire, his sister-in-law Marie was quite helpful in helping him to learn the ways of southern culture. Having left the vineyard under the expert care of his friend Louis, Jean-Luc had prepared to stay on the plantation for an extended period. He had retired from his commission in the navy nearly a year ago and he had already tired of the vineyard. After a career spent traveling the world, he was ready for a change. He realized that farming in the United States might grow as tedious as farming in France, but he was interested in seeing the country and a different way of life. With its rigid social structure, its heat and humidity and its slavery, life in Georgia was most certainly different from anything he had ever experienced before. Marie guided him in how to dress for the heat, eat fried foods, and the myriad other manners and customs that would enable him to fit in.

Several of the neighbors had paid visits to check on Marie and meet Jean-Luc. The women fluttered over Marie, bringing desserts or other dishes. Jean-Luc usually sat with the female visitors long enough to appear polite, having a drink and perhaps a finger sandwich, but would excuse himself to return to the business of the plantation as soon as possible.

As a group, he noticed, the women were not very subtle in their attempts to flirt with him. Two spinsters, Nella Darren, the younger of the two, and Kate Pulaski, well past her prime, were the first to visit. Jean-Luc ably dodged their questions and, he hoped, communicated his disinterest with his body language and his hasty retreat. Far more persistent was the next caller, Lwaxana Troi. A widow, Mrs. Troi was a formidable opponent, parrying his insistence in returning to work with the retort that he had nearly two hundred slaves and an overseer to do whatever work needed to be done. That comment had sparked a smile and stifled laugh from Mrs. Troi's daughter, Deanna, who was much more pleasant and attractive, but not of any interest to Jean-Luc. Deanna Troi was a young woman who, he thought, deserved a young man. Jean-Luc could not tell if another woman, Alynna Nechayev, a widow of Russian descent, who had been running her late husband's plantation for many years, was interested in him for marriage or for the purchase of Robert's land. He rather suspected the latter, as her conversations typically focused on business—a clear breach of etiquette, according to Marie.

Men from nearby plantations also visited to pay their respects and talk business. Jean-Luc liked Will Riker, the son of a prominent planter and state politician. Riker had offered to help him should he encounter any difficulty and Jean-Luc promised to take him up on the offer if needed. The other gentleman, Quinton DeLancie, known universally by his nickname, "Q," like Mrs. Nechayev, hinted that he was more interested in the land than in Jean-Luc. The man's aggressiveness, fast talk and overly familiar manner immediately put Jean-Luc on guard. Even before he was able to consult Marie and have her confirm his suspicions, he knew he would never trust Q. Just as devious-appearing was Q's petite wife, Victoria, known by her childhood nickname, "Vash." She made suggestive remarks in front of her husband and stared at Jean-Luc with a leer he was more accustomed to seeing on sailors putting in to port and eying saloon women after a long journey. Marie was quite embarrassed by Vash's behavior and took pains to emphasize that she was not close to her, although they did belong to the same sewing circle.

Recalling the trying visits as he wrapped up the day's correspondence, Jean-Luc remembered that Marie had asked the local physician to dinner. She had assured him that he would like the man, who tended to be a more worldly and intriguing conversationalist than the planters. Jean-Luc hoped that he would be, as the dinner would be a long affair with no obvious exit route should it prove uncomfortable or boring. He sighed and opened Robert's journal to read about what needed to be done on the plantation prior to the harvest.

* * *

><p>Beverly Crusher slowed her stride to match that of her companion. She was used to doing so, but had sped up walking downhill without realizing it. Behind her, Dr. Dalen Quaice proceeded deliberately, mindful of his aging bones and eyesight. He caught up to her once the path leveled out. Like Beverly, he carried a heavy black bag of medical supplies and equipment.<p>

"Beverly," he asked, "do you remember the name of the pregnant woman?"

"There were two women, Dalen," she reminded him. "Do you mean the one who was farther along, who must be almost due by now? Her name is Tate."

"Oh yes," Dr. Quaice remembered. "Make sure you check in on her because she went early with her last one. I recall her cabin is in the last section, almost to the fence."

Beverly smiled at her mentor's memory, strong as ever with the more important details, but saving its slowly dwindling strength where matters of lesser importance were concerned. She had worked alongside Dalen Quaice for ten years, ever since her husband, Jack, had died, and the two of them had a good professional relationship. During surgery, Beverly would hand him an instrument before he asked for it. In the office, located in Dalen's house, Beverly kept meticulous patient records, transcribing his detailed discussions of each person's medical conditions and family history. When he examined women and children, Beverly helped the patients feel more at ease, with soothing words and touches.

Always eager to learn, Beverly had taken to science and medicine like a fish to water. She had learned the healing powers of local plants and flowers from her grandmother, Felisa, when she was just a child. She brought that knowledge to Dalen when she needed to find a way to support herself and her son, Wesley. She became his nurse and was such a quick study that Dalen came to think of her as his apprentice, although, as a woman, she of course could not become a doctor. Dalen bristled at the social moré that prevented Beverly from using the title she deserved, and he struck back by raising her pay accordingly and allowing her to practice medicine wherever possible, such as childbirth and treating the female slave population of the county. That is, for the few slave owners, like the Picards, who would allow a white doctor to treat their slaves.

On these plantations, Dalen and Beverly split up to examine the patients by gender on an annual basis, more or less. Beverly had learned even more about medicinal herbs and roots from slave healers well versed in African and southern plants. She was always eager to learn more.

"It's hard to tell which one of us will finish first," Dalen said. "It might be easier for us to meet up at the house."

Beverly nodded. "If I get there first, I'm going to have some wine with Marie while we wait for you," she joked. As a young woman, Beverly had traveled some and, although it was not considered ladylike, when she visited her French friend, she enjoyed the French custom of having wine with, and sometimes before, dinner.

Dalen laughed. "And if I get there first, _I'm_ going to have some wine with Marie and her brother-in-law."

Beverly's face clouded. She had been so busy preparing for these visits this afternoon that she had forgotten that Marie's long-estranged brother-in-law was staying with her. Marie had told her when he was en route, but she had not visited her friend since the man's arrival. As fond as Beverly was of Marie, and of René, she had always found Robert to be a bit stodgy, even mal-tempered at times. He had seemed to disapprove of her failure to re-marry, without saying so directly, and he simply frightened Wesley.

Now, his brother was here. Beverly imagined him to be just like Robert, except possibly worse. Marie had once explained the rift between the two brothers, Robert dutifully taking care of his parents and the family property, while the younger one ran off to join the navy. Robert did not seem to think much of his brother and, for his part, the brother never wrote or visited. He did not seem like a family man, and Beverly had built up a negative image of him based on what she had heard. If anything, he reminded her of the kind of men who traveled through the South, restless, impatient and, often, looking for a fling with an unattached woman. She had had to fend off and, in some cases, fight off, plenty of those men since Jack's death.

Beverly was content to assist Dalen, cook, keep house for them both—she owned a small house next door to him—and raise Wesley. From an early age, Wesley had been precocious. As he grew older, Beverly took on more of his educational responsibilities herself, finding books for him in libraries near and far, until she ran out of ways to give him new information. At that point, she enlisted others to train him in practical matters, such as Dalen, whose medical books Wesley had read. Another tutor was Noonien Soong, whom Wesley had met while Beverly visited Marie. Soong gave Wesley practical experience in areas in which Beverly knew very little, such as agriculture and mechanics.

Taking care of her home, guiding Wesley's education and working with Dalen took up nearly all of Beverly's time, leaving no energy or hours for romance. In the little free time she had, she was part of a sewing circle and she read voraciously, medical books, but also novels, poems and plays. Because she tended to be more interested in the arts than most people in the county, she gravitated toward Marie, who shared her interests. The two women also felt a bond as outsiders, Marie because she was from another country, and Beverly, because of her lifestyle. Now, tragically, they shared widowhood.

Beverly sighed. For the sake of her friend, whose wounds were still raw, and whom she truly wanted to see, Beverly would tolerate the brother-in-law. Surely, she could make it through one dinner.


	2. Chapter 2

Out of habit, Marie checked the table. Everything was in its place, as she knew it would be. Guinan never made a mistake, never missed a utensil or placed a napkin too close to the plate or the table's edge. Marie still felt it was her responsibility to check such things and, these days, it helped calm her nerves to stick to her routine.

Countless visiting friends and corresponding family members had assured her that her pain would diminish with time, but to Marie that was unthinkable. Every moment of every day, it seemed, she needed something to distract her from the loss of her husband and only child. Guinan essentially ran the house and Marie had no knowledge or ambition to run the plantation, which left her with many empty hours to cry and mourn.

Jean-Luc's arrival had helped. She felt better having a man around to take care of business matters and assure her safety and Jean-Luc proved to be quite companionable, although she had not known him well. As a career naval officer, he was perpetually at sea. Over the years of her marriage, she had come to realize that even when he was on shore leave, Jean-Luc preferred to stay away from Robert's and her home, both while they were living in France and after they had emigrated to America.

Marie occupied herself with visitors who came with the dual purpose of paying respects to her and sizing up Jean-Luc, as either a business rival or a potential suitor. She also felt the need to educate her very European brother-in-law on the ways of her southern community. Yet, even with the commotion surrounding the new man of the house, Marie still suffered her loss in quiet moments alone.

Marie was looking forward to entertaining Dalen Quaice and Beverly Crusher for dinner. Robert and she had always enjoyed the intelligence and humor of the doctor and his nurse. Marie liked Beverly's no-nonsense approach to things; it recalled her own upbringing and the simpler way they had lived in the vineyard in France. Before Robert had uprooted the family, at the urging of a cousin whose family had come to the Americas two centuries earlier, to make a fortune in cotton. The move was the only risk she had ever known Robert, a conservative farmer for most of his life, to take. It had worked spectacularly, increasing their wealth far beyond what the modest vineyard in Labarre could have made. And Robert transplanted a vine from Labarre to grow grapes in Georgia, so, they had their wine as well.

At any rate, Marie knew Dalen was an intellectual, very well-read and well-traveled, thus he would make a sympathetic dinner companion for Jean-Luc. For that matter, Beverly was also well-read and had traveled to Europe once. Marie sighed at the thought of the other women Jean-Luc had had to endure, batting their eyelashes, giggling and making dull small talk when he clearly was not interested in them. Some of them were supposedly experts on men, yet they had not spotted the clues that he was obviously not looking for a wife. Robert had always said that Jean-Luc was far more married to the sea then he could ever be to a woman. His behavior since he had arrived had borne that assessment out.

Marie knew that Beverly would not pester her reclusive brother-in-law. Since the death of her husband, Beverly had rarely expressed an interest in any man. Several of the local men had pursued her, including Will Riker and Reg Barclay, but Beverly remained aloof, sometimes even rude, to would-be suitors. She got along very well with Dalen, who was more of a father figure to her, and, after some time, with Will, but she radiated her disinterest to most available men, who readily branded her with an icy reputation. Marie hoped that she would warm up enough to converse with Jean-Luc and she hoped that Jean-Luc would find her a refreshing change.

"Excuse me, Madame."

Marie started at the sound of Guinan's voice.

"I'm sorry, I didn't mean to startle you," Guinan quickly said.

"No, that's all right, Guinan," Marie turned to smile at the dark-skinned woman. "I'm afraid I was lost in reverie."

Guinan looked at the face of her mistress closely for a moment. "A happier reverie, I hope."

They were the words of a friend, not of a servant. It was her way of expressing her concern and Marie was touched.

"I was just thinking about dinner," she answered. "I hope Jean-Luc enjoys our guests' company."

Guinan nodded. "That's what I came to tell you. Dr. Quaice is washing up for dinner now. He told me that Mrs. Crusher will be along in a short while. She's checking on Tate."

"Oh, good. Can you please tell the Captain to come down?"

* * *

><p>Jean-Luc had dressed for dinner as he would have in France, with a white silk cravat and black tails, thus he felt overdressed as he shook the hand that Dalen Quaice, dressed in a simple suit, proffered.<p>

"Captain Picard, it's an honor to meet you," the older man beamed as he energetically shook hands. "I've heard something of your exploits from your late brother, may he rest in peace, and I look forward to hearing more from the horse's mouth."

Jean-Luc did not understand the colloquialism, but the doctor's manner was unmistakably genial. "Doctor, I'm afraid you have me at the advantage. All I know of you is the character reference Marie provided this morning, but I must say it was a sterling one."

Marie gestured toward the veranda. "Gentlemen, I suggest we have a sip of wine before dinner. Beverly is still seeing patients but Guinan will show her in when she's finished."

Jean-Luc looked puzzled. He had not known of any other dinner guests. Dalen picked up on his confusion.

"Beverly Crusher is my nurse," he explained. "She tends to the women while I see the men."

"Ah," Jean-Luc nodded in comprehension and held out his arm for Dalen to precede him through the doors to the veranda. Following behind, he knew the doctor would not see the disappointment on his face at the prospect of eating a meal—dinner, no less—with another one of Marie's southern belle friends.

"She should be joining us soon," Dalen continued. "Just one more patient to see, but she lives on the farthest point of your land, almost to the Ro property."

The reference to the neighboring plantation gave Jean-Luc an idea of the distance. He had ridden the property and knew from looking at the abstract in Robert's office that the land behind his belonged to a family with an unusually short surname.

"I haven't met the Ros yet," he commented as they sat on cushioned wicker chairs.

"Well, that'd be kind of difficult," Dalen said. "Ro and his wife—he was a Chinaman and she was a local girl—died several years ago. Rumor has it, he was killed by Indians and she died of a broken heart."

"Oh, my," Jean-Luc responded automatically. He had no idea that the residents of the county were at risk for such violence.

Dalen seemed to read his mind. "Not to worry. The United States government has since re-located all the tribes that might get a mind to try to take their land back from us. We're all pretty safe around here. In fact, Ro's daughter lives there on her own and she's never had any trouble that I've heard of."

The conversation, like the wine, flowed easily. The two men discussed local personages and happenings, then moved on to politics and philosophy. They laughed and scowled together and Marie was pleased to see that, as she had thought, they were of the same mind. After a while they were talking like good friends. After the second bottle of wine was finished and the sun was threatening to hide beneath the distant treetops, Guinan appeared in the doorway.

"Excuse me."

Marie looked up. "Yes, Guinan?"

"Mrs. Crusher is just getting cleaned up for dinner. She will be ready momentarily."

Dalen looked as though he had forgotten about his nurse. "What the devil took her so long?" He asked Guinan.

"She delivered Tate's baby this afternoon," Guinan answered calmly. "A boy. Mother and child are doing well."

"That's wonderful news, Guinan," Marie said, happiness and sadness mixing in her eyes. "You'll send her a bottle of milk and a loaf of sweetbread tomorrow morning, won't you?" It was a custom for all new mothers to have milk and extra food.

"Already taken care of," Guinan answered.

"And please help Beverly to find a dress from my closet to borrow."

Guinan nodded and, with a slight bow, backed into the house. Jean-Luc got the impression that that instruction had already been taken care of as well, but that the African woman was too politic to say so.

Marie looked off into the distance, remembering when she was a young mother delivering her baby boy. The excitement and the fear of her new role as the caretaker of a completely helpless infant, a precious new life, charged with teaching him, raising him, keeping him safe . . . .

"Perhaps we should go inside," Jean-Luc suggested, seeing the faraway look on his sister-in-law's face. He led Marie and Dalen into the sitting room, where his eyes alit on an old family heirloom on an étagère. He picked it up and held it out for his companions. "Marie, I don't know if you know the history of this vase."

His distraction worked. The three of them began to talk about the Picard family collections.

* * *

><p>Beverly Crusher had not wanted to take a bath, but once she was lying in the warm soap-bubble filled tub, she changed her mind. She leaned back and rested her head on a rolled-up towel on the edge of the tub and closed her eyes. Guinan and her young helpers had drawn the bath, undressed her, taken her bloody dress to launder and scrubbed her back. She was unaccustomed to such luxury.<p>

She knew she could not linger long, but she allowed herself a few precious minutes to relax. No medicine, no patients, no plants, no cooking, no chores, no Wesley, no Dalen. She seldom had time to herself.

"Aaah," she sighed in the peace and quiet of a guest bedroom.

A knock on the door disturbed her too-brief respite.

"Yes?" She called out.

"Mrs. Crusher, it's Guinan," came the voice from the other side of the door.

That was short, Beverly thought. "All right, I'm ready."

Guinan entered the room with a large towel, which she held open in front of her. Once she reached the tub, she lifted the towel so that it blocked her eyes and Beverly was able to stand up unobserved.

"Thank you," Beverly said, as she took the towel and wrapped it around herself. "Guinan, you said something about borrowing a dress from Marie?" Beverly stepped out of the metal tub, turning as she did so, to face Guinan.

A teenaged girl stood next to Guinan holding a teal satin party dress adorned with beadwork. She smiled shyly at Beverly.

Beverly gasped. "_That_ dress?" The girl's smile vanished. "Oh, no, there's nothing wrong with it." Beverly did not want the girl to feel that she had done anything wrong. "It's just that . . . well, it's a very fancy dress, Guinan, for a small dinner." She turned her attention to the older woman.

Guinan seemed unperturbed. "This dress arrived from Paris poorly altered. It's too long for Madame Picard and probably the only thing she has that is long enough for you. Besides, a small dinner can be fancy." Her tone seemed to settle the matter.

The bath turned out to be just one of Guinan's ministrations. After dressing, Beverly was subjected to nail filling and hair styling.

"Guinan, this is ridiculous," Beverly said as another woman curled and teased her hair. "I'm just going to eat dinner with Marie and Dalen, for heaven's sake. They're probably waiting for me."

"They are and so is Captain Picard." Guinan replied. "He's used to eating dinner late, like they do in France. And they get all dressed up for dinner in France."

"Oh." Beverly frowned. Guinan had a point. She sighed and let the woman continue her fussing.

* * *

><p><em>Where the devil is Beverly,<em> Dalen caught himself thinking as Jean-Luc rambled on about yet another Picard family knickknack. _I'm starving._

As his eyes swept the room for something to hold his attention, he saw movement from the direction of the front foyer. He turned and saw Marie—no, Marie was here with Jean-Luc and him—it was Beverly!—walking shyly toward the room. Wearing Marie's dress, with her hair styled differently, he hadn't recognized her at first. _Well, that was quite a cleaning-up,_ he thought.

Beverly walked into the room feeling a bit nervous and hoping that Marie's brother-in-law did not read anything into her manicured appearance. _I never should have indulged Guinan,_ she regretted. She rearranged her face into what she hoped was a friendly, closed-mouth smile.

Marie marveled at how beautiful Beverly looked. The taller woman rarely dressed in party clothes or bothered with styling her hair. Marie could not remember the last time she had seen her friend so gussied up.

"Ah, Beverly, finally," Dalen said.

At his words, Jean-Luc set down the wine carafe he had been discussing and turned to greet the nurse. He plastered a fake, polite grin on his face, steeling himself to endure another ordeal with another of Marie's friends, for Marie's sake.

Dalen was surprised to see Beverly stop suddenly, her mouth's smile replaced with a rather unbecoming, startled o-shape. Her eyes flashed alarm and, _good God,_ he thought he saw her cheeks blushing red. He had not thought that Beverly might not enjoy Jean-Luc's company as he had. He had not thought of Beverly's abhorrence of single men. With the warmth of the wine and of his host, he had thought the evening would be just another lovely dinner with the Picards. Now he realized that Beverly might be uncomfortable in Jean-Luc's presence.

Marie turned to look at Jean-Luc and was shocked to see his smile had disappeared. He stood still, straight as though he were at attention, staring at Beverly. Marie had never known Jean-Luc to be rude, even though she knew the pushy female visitors had taxed his patience. He had not even met Beverly and he was already being unconscionably impolite. Whatever was the matter with him?

Jean-Luc had turned around to meet Dalen's nurse with every intention of acting the proper gentleman farmer, but when his gaze fell upon the incredible vision that was Beverly Crusher, all intentions, indeed, all rational thought, abandoned him. He was immediately struck by her beauty: her tall, slender figure, thin neck, her voluptuous red hair-the color of fire, of passion. But, as much as he was attracted to her physically, it was her eyes, and the promise of what was behind him, that held his attention. He could not find words to explain what he sensed. He somehow knew that this remarkable woman was different from any woman he had ever met—although he had met many in his travels—and he was drawn to her like any hopeful moth to the brightness and warmth of an exotic flame.

Beverly had stepped into the room with some trepidation and the walls around her solidly intact. When Jean-Luc Picard gracefully spun around and faced her, she felt all pretense, all her defenses fall. The way he stood, slender and ramrod straight, dashing in his formal clothing, a proper French gentleman. All at once, she was taken by his alluring appearance: his dark eyebrows, the shape of his head, the angular lines of his face, the small cleft in his chin. His expressive eyes drew and held her attention, as though they had something secret to say to her. He looked both strong and sensitive at the same time. Although she stood at least ten feet away from him, she felt a warmth from him, as though she could feel him touching her, as though she could feel his hands, on her waist, on her shoulders. Her body awoke from a deep slumber and reacted in ways it had not since Jack had died. She suddenly realized that she had been holding her breath.

Marie, as hostess, took matters into her own hands to overcome the awkwardness of the moment. She stepped forward for the introductions. "Beverly, may I introduce my brother-in-law, Captain Jean-Luc Picard?"

Beverly's eyes widened and she took a breath as Captain Picard walked up to her and bowed.

Suddenly feeling overheated, Jean-Luc held himself together in proximity to this beautiful creature by observing the formal etiquette of his culture. He hated to take his eyes from hers even for the brief seconds that he bowed politely to her.

"And, Jean-Luc, may I present my friend, Mrs. Beverly Crusher."

Without thinking, Beverly held her right hand out in front of her. Jean-Luc stepped closer, took her hand in his, and kissed it.

His eyes closed, Jean-Luc smelled a seductive mix of flowers and soap as he touched his lips to the soft skin of Beverly's hand. He heard an audible gasp from her—but a gentle one, as she inhaled. It sounded to him, as though her response was more pleasure than shock at what may have been a social impropriety. He did not care in the least if he had broken a rule, as long as this beautiful woman was not upset with him.

Beverly noticed her bosom heaving with labored breaths as Jean-Luc kissed and continued to hold her hand. She felt embarrassment creep up her body, alongside a longing that she thought had deserted her forever. When he released her hand, she dropped it slowly, reluctantly, and recaptured his eyes with hers.

"_Enchanté," _Jean-Luc said.

"_Le plaisir est le mien."_

Jean-Luc was shocked. _"Parlez vous francais?"_ Was it possible that this enchanting woman was French?

"_Oui. J'ai vécu à Paris depuis deux ans avec mon mari de défunt." _

"I am sorry for your loss," Jean-Luc said, sincerely, for he did not wish this woman any pain. But, deep down in his heart, and perhaps in other parts of his body, he quietly, and somewhat guiltily, rejoiced.

"M_erci_." Beverly nodded her head as she answered and Jean-Luc feared that her graceful gesture and her piercing eyes upon him would stop his heart.

Beverly felt her heart flutter as Jean-Luc bowed again and extended his arm to invite her to the dining room. She slid her hand into the crook of his arm and, as they walked, felt nearly faint at his closeness. She did not calm any when he slid a chair out from the table for her to sit down, allowing her to breathe his clean, softly musky scent as he pushed the chair in and momentarily stood behind her. Too quickly, he moved to seat Marie at the far end of the table.

Across from her, Beverly saw Dalen's red-with–alcohol face smiling at her. She felt hot and worried that she was blushing the same shade.

"So, Mrs. Crusher," Jean-Luc began, sitting down to her left, "Dr. Quaice tells me that you're his nurse."

"It's_ Dalen,_ for Pete's sake, Jean-Luc. We've been talking for ages like old friends. Don't go and get formal on me." Dalen's interjection drew some attention away from Beverly, to her liking.

"Yes, I am."

"And I further understand," Jean-Luc continued, "that I owe you my gratitude for treating the African women who live on my property."

"Yes, I do treat them."

This time, Guinan, ladling out butternut squash soup at Beverly's elbow, interrupted. "If I may, sir?" She asked Jean-Luc.

"By all means." His raised eyebrows indicated that Guinan rarely spoke up in such a manner at a dinner.

"Dr. Crusher—for that is what we black folks call her—is a very caring and talented doctor. She tends to the needs of all of us, from the young to the old, from hand-holding to surgery."

Jean-Luc looked impressed, but Dalen again beat everyone to the punch. "I couldn't agree more, Guinan. Beverly's the best apprentice I've ever had in all my years of practicing medicine."

"Indeed." Jean-Luc looked at Beverly admiringly, making her certain that she was blushing.

Thinking quickly, Beverly asked him, "And I hear that you are a sea captain?"

"Yes, recently retired." Jean-Luc poured her a glass of wine.

"Thank you," Beverly said, as she lifted her glass for a sip. "Do you miss it?"

"Miss it?"

"The sea. I would imagine it would be difficult to settle down in one place after traveling the world."

Her observation startled Jean-Luc, who did, in fact, miss sailing the oceans, exploring new worlds. No one had asked him that question. "Why, yes, I do." Surprised, he looked at Beverly to find her looking at him as though she could read his mind, her blue eyes piercing the stony exterior behind which he always hid his emotions. Surprised, he realized that he had not been hiding his emotions with Beverly.

The conversation flowed as smoothly as the wine. Guinan served dinner and the four of them chatted and laughed on topics ranging from music and literature to history and travel. Jean-Luc was pleased that his guests held a more sophisticated view of politics. Beverly was happily surprised to learn that Jean-Luc appreciated the arts.

Captivated by the woman seated on his right and fueled by wine, Jean-Luc felt compelled to ask her a somewhat personal and blatantly impolite question. "Mrs. Crusher—"

"Please," she interrupted, "call me Beverly."

"Beverly, there's one thing I'm curious about. You are an intelligent, educated woman, who's traveled to the North and to Europe."

"Yes?"

"I wonder why you chose to remain living here in this remote, rural town. Surely, other opportunities presented themselves to you."

The question bothered Beverly. Implied within it was the question as to why she had never remarried. Ordinarily, such a personal probe would cause her to either excuse herself from or lash out at her interrogator. But, Jean-Luc looked at her and held her gaze. Suddenly, Beverly did not want to avoid the question. She wanted to tell him how she felt and she wanted him to understand her.

"I suppose I stayed for my son, Wesley. I wanted him to grow up around people he knew, in a place that was small and safe. And I, I've always been wary of anything disrupting our home life."

Jean-Luc thought immediately of Labarre and how it would in many ways be an ideal place to raise a family. Listening to her explanation, he could appreciate the desire for such a home although he had never wanted it. He nodded at Beverly with understanding and even more admiration.

"Well, then," he said, "we shall have to do what we can to bring culture and the arts to you here."

Beverly smirked. "Music in this part of the world, Captain, consists of the occasional fiddle and banjo playing at a hoe-down."

None of the words were familiar to him. "Fiddle?" He began with the first.

Beverly leaned in his direction conspiratorially. "It's like a violin but it plays a very different kind of music than you would hear at a symphony orchestra concert."

"I will be more than happy to sample some local fiddle music, if you would do me the honor of accompanying me to the symphony one day."

Dalen and Marie stopped eating and looked at one another in dread. Jean-Luc had unwittingly crossed the line that Beverly kept drawn between herself and potential male suitors. They prepared themselves for the upbraiding they expected him to receive. It never came.

"If you don't mind waiting a long time for the symphony to come to our little backwater, I'd be happy to." Beverly cut herself another piece of meat, appearing to be unaware of Dalen and Marie's shocked eyes on her. "Once a year, there's a symphony concert about a three hours' ride from here."

"Excellent. Then we shall make plans for the ride. Marie, Dalen, perhaps you would like to join us?" Jean-Luc casually took a drink of wine as he looked up at his other two dinner companions, for the first time in several minutes.

_It must be the wine, _Dalen thought. _I could swear I just heard this Frenchman make a date with Beverly._ With a small smile, Beverly sat comfortably eating dinner and sipping her wine, conversing with Jean-Luc as though she met new men every day of the week and enjoyed their company. It was astounding.

Marie let the wine warm her as she glanced at her brother-in-law and her friend. After all the painful lunches and iced teas with women that she had witnessed Jean-Luc just barely endure, he had suddenly transformed into a charming, solicitous dinner companion. Neither did he appear intoxicated. It seemed an unexplained miracle until Marie realized that she was witnessing love at first sight.

* * *

><p>Beverly tried not to smile as the carriage drove away but she could barely suppress her contentment. Dalen noticed. Still feeling the effects of the alcohol, he did not mince his words.<p>

"Well, you seemed to enjoy Captain Picard's company," he said turning to catch her startled face.

Beverly swallowed and collected herself.

"Yes, he was very pleasant. Very interesting. Didn't you think so?"

"Yes, yes I did." Dalen looked straight ahead as he drove the horses, grinning from ear to ear.

* * *

><p>The two Picards stood in the doorway, watching the carriage drive away. Marie stole a glance at her brother-in-law and saw his eyes following the buggy as though he could see the woman inside it.<p>

"Well," she ventured, "what did you think of Dalen and Beverly?"

Jean-Luc composed himself instantly. "You were right, Marie. They were more interesting company than the usual locals." He turned to face her. "Thank you for arranging this dinner. Now, if you don't mind, I'm rather tired from my long day and my imbibing. Good night."

He strode inside as though nothing had happened, as though he had not just spent the last hours staring at a beautiful woman with a longing that Marie had never seen on his face before. She marveled at his ability to rein in his emotions so quickly and so completely. But the trait also frightened her.


End file.
